The use of digital media as a mode of delivering course materials has become increasingly common in the field of language education. The aim of language educators has therefore been to discover suitable ways of using digital media to enable learners to engage with materials effectively and enhance their learning experience. This paper describes a collaborative syllabus between teachers at two Japanese universities which shares the same mode of delivery: a website of news-based materials. Students are asked to read an authentic and current news story each week and, after a classroom session, write their reactions to the story by adding their comments on the website. By using an online mode of delivery, students are motivated to build their confidence in expressing themselves in English away from the classroom and begin to engage fully with the course materials as their opinions become topics in the developing online discussions.
mind, for teachers who are charged with creating their own courses, utilizing digital technology and materials in their classes has become a valuable component of the course design process.
The nature of the Japanese higher education context means that course and materials design is an ongoing concern of teachers. Most Japanese higher education institutions require all students to have one or two years of compulsory language study (Butler & Iino, 2005) . While some of these institutions have well-established language programs in place that aim to provide a general course in English to students in all departments, many require individual teachers to design and implement appropriate courses for single departmental classes that they are asked to teach from year to year (Marchand, 2011) . Often such institutions provide nothing more than a course title and a general idea of student level. Teachers are therefore responsible for making most of the major decisions about the content of the course, including materials selection and student assessment. Faced with this situation, the authors of this paper have collaborated to design and teach a language course concurrently to two classes at two universities in the Tokyo area. The authors decided to use a website updated weekly with current news stories as a central feature of the course. This would function as a medium for presenting lesson content and for students to interact with the weekly topic and each other by adding their comments and opinions. The authors planned to examine the results of student interaction with the course content and to discover students' opinions and reactions to using the online materials. This paper will therefore look at some of the decisions that went into the course design process and explain the choice and use of digital materials. It will then present and comment on a few examples of student use of the website. Finally it will conclude by discussing the results of a survey that asked students about their opinions of the course and their interaction with the materials online.
Course Design Process
The course has its origins in a syllabus designed for a university course in Current Affairs English by Marchand (2011) . Through a process of decision-making, informed by the components of Graves's (2000) course design framework (defining context, assessing needs, developing materials, etc.), Marchand created a course using news articles as the main content of the lessons. The success of the course, as reflected in the positive feedback from students (Marchand, 2011) , clarified that the main elements of the current affairs course would be very suitable for other university classes. The authors therefore began to meet regularly before the start of the academic year to discuss ways in which they could collaborate on the writing of materials and the administration of the course for their respective classes. What follows is an outline of the main features of the course with reference to the decisions made during the course design process regarding teaching context, course content and materials, and mode of delivery.
Teaching Context
Both authors teach compulsory English classes at two large private universities in the Tokyo area. Three classes of non-English majors were involved in the study for a total of 62 students; one class was from the commerce department of one university and two classes were from the law department of the other. Initial information provided by the universities indicated that the student level would be intermediate to advanced, based on their English test scores (ranging on the TOEIC test from approximately 400 to 900) or previous experience of study or living overseas. The authors therefore anticipated that the students would have enough English to cope with challenging materials. However, based on previous teaching experiences and beliefs (Graves, 2000) , the authors were concerned that students who had not selected English as their major would be more difficult to motivate. In addition, there was the widely documented problem of Japanese student reticence to speak out in class and engage fully with the learning process (Anderson, 1993; Doyon, 2000; Marchand, 2012; Williams, 1994) . Consequently, it was imperative that the content of the lessons engage student interest and keep students motivated for the duration of the two-semester course. As a result of the success indicated by Marchand's (2011) study, it was decided to continue to use authentic contemporary news articles to encourage student curiosity with the events of the outside world, or in other words, to take them beyond the more didactic style they may have already experienced in the traditional language learning classroom. This approach is also supported by previous studies into the benefits of using authentic materials (Rogers & Medley, 1998) which claim that contact with authentic language is, as Lahuerta Martínez (2003, p. 134) describes, "a discriminating factor in the acquisition of competence in the foreign language" enabled through communication based on the conveyance and perception of meaningful information.
Course Content and Materials
The core of each lesson was therefore an authentic news article, condensed and adapted from news websites such as BBC news or CNN by each teacher in turn every week. The news stories were chosen for both their inherent interest and currency: each story was about an event that had happened in the previous week and would possibly be familiar to students who followed events in the news. The structure of each lesson is represented in the table below and in the example materials in Appendix A. To maximize student interaction in class and facilitate language learning, as well as provide a way of dealing with the difficulties imposed by the use of authentic materials (Erbaggio, Gopalakrishnan, Hobbs, & Liu, 2010) , a communicative approach using a task cycle was adopted, based on Marchand's (2011) previous syllabus (see Table 1 ). While the first stages of the task cycle are carried out in the classroom, it was the aim of the authors to facilitate an environment where students could extend their interaction with the materials and create a context where further learning could take place. The opportunities afforded by the use of digital media therefore became a central part of the design and administration of the course. 
Mode of Delivery
As the content of the course was to be shared between classes at different universities, the authors decided to create their own course website common to all classes. Fortunately, there are now many web-based tools available for teachers to create online content for their classes. These are, for the most part, extremely user-friendly with a great deal of clear instruction and support for novice users. After discussing various options, the authors decided to use the blogging tool Wordpress, which enables users to create personal and private websites, upload materials, and administer access to the content. For these courses, the website would initially function as a medium through which students could gain access to the lesson content and materials, allowing them to prepare for the class as well as for later revision to prepare for quizzes and tests. This was a particularly important consideration, since learners can often experience anxiety or frustration when faced with the difficulties inherent in authentic texts such as news articles (Bacon & Finneman, 1990) . However, as Erbaggio et al. (2010) argued, by presenting the materials online for self-access, students have more control over the pace of language input by governing when and how they engage with the materials.
In addition, the authors wanted to explore the possibility of using the website as a forum for discussion of the news stories, enabling the final report stage of the task cycle. Most news websites now offer their readers the opportunity to comment on articles. Replicating this type of online activity was therefore considered to be an appropriate way of prompting students to write and discuss their opinions. This would aim to promote learning through a more considered, deeper engagement with the materials. As Erbaggio et al. (2010) pointed out, with reference to Carmean and Haefner (2002), when learning is "social, active, contextual, engaging, and student-owned," it enables students to internalize more of the knowledge and skills they have been taught, resulting in a "meaningful understanding of material and content" (as cited in Erbaggio et al., 2010, p. 30 ). An activity of this kind would also go some way towards tackling what the authors had previously perceived as Japanese students' reticence in class. Erbaggio et al. (2010) , in a case study of the use of online materials, discovered that social activities requiring students to interact with each other, instead of with their teacher in class, elicited a greater level of participation from those who were more reluctant to speak up in class discussions.
Finally, it was decided that students should be able to post comments anonymously, giving them greater freedom and comfort to voice their opinions than would be possible in the classroom. It was also believed that they would have less inhibition when making mistakes, allowing for greater experimentation with language use and expression. In short, the website would, in the opinion of the authors, aim to shift the traditional balance of power in the language classroom where, according to McGrath (1998) , teachers become facilitators and students become active learners.
To maximize student participation given the anonymous posting system, the authors decided to make student comments part of their assessment and instructed students to post one comment after each news story. These comments could be a reaction to the news story, a reaction to any of the other comments posted or a combination of both. At the end of each semester, students were required to compile an online portfolio of their comments (see Appendix B). These were then assessed by each teacher based on the quality of the comment, with regard to both the content and use of language.
Student Use of the Website
The course has now run for two semesters of 15 weeks and during that time, the authors have witnessed an impressive amount of student activity on the class website as represented in Table  2 . The average number of comments per story shows that almost all students wrote one comment for each story, as instructed. While some of the comments were very short, perhaps one or two sentences, others were very long and involved, resulting in an average of 72 words per comment. Shorter comments may have been due to time constraints or lack of interest in the story, while longer comments show that some stories were particularly engaging. A few website comments are given here (language errors included), together with the respective news story headline and commentary. Further examples of comments can be found in Appendix C.
Obama Says Same-Sex Couples Should Be Able to Marry
This is the first time to think of gay marriage for me. In Japan, it's the unrealistic ploblem yet. I suppose that gay couples' marriage should be admitted if they want to do, but I against adopting children. Because their children have no mother and that will cause many ploblems such as bullying at school, mental unrest etc. By the way, media says Mr. Obama's approval of such marriage is one of election campaigns. I'm interested in eligible voters' movement especially young people.
This comment draws attention to two points with relation to the authors' pedagogical aims in setting up the course. First, it is clear that the story has introduced a new topic to the student, engaging the student's curiosity with current events, a factor deemed necessary for motivation. Secondly, by addressing the issue of election campaigning and young people's voting intentions, the student demonstrates a meaningful understanding of the content and opens up the discussion to wider debate on the website.
Japanese Losing Ability to Write Kanji Due to Emails
I agree with h********'s and r*******'s idea. We Japanese should continue writing Kanji by hand as our traditional culture. In addition I have another reason for this. These days some people that we need not write Kanji by hand because of computers and smartphones. However I think that we need write Kanji by hand to grow intelligence since we are children.
This comment demonstrates the development of the online discussion. By drawing on previous student comments, this student has created a dialogue between members that highlights the social aspect of the learning process as referred to by Erbaggio et al. (2010) in the previous section.
Nurse at Center of Duchess of Cambridge Hoax Call Dies in Case of Suspected Suicide I was very shocked about this news story. Duchess of Cambridge must have been shocked as well. First of all, I couldn't believe the insensitivities of these DJs. The nurses in the hospital must have been busy with the pregnancy of Kate, and it's too rude to dupe people in such a situation. In addition, it was written that one of the DJs boasted what they had done and it's so ridiculous. They might truly apologize as they apprehended the gravity of the situation, but they have to know it's too late. I hope they never repeat the mistake again.
Here the student has begun to experiment with the vocabulary and expressions introduced in the news story. Highlighted words from the story were dupe and boast. There is also evidence of use of vocabulary (ridiculous) from a previous story. This comment and others like it show that students are noticing lexical items and starting to acquire them through incorporation into their opinions on the website.
Feedback From Students About The Course
At the end of the academic year, a simple questionnaire in Japanese was administered to all students to acquire some initial feedback about their opinions of using the materials and the course website. Students were asked how their experience of the course had an impact on their language learning and motivation. A selection of comments translated from the original Japanese are represented in Appendix D and briefly discussed here. Firstly, it seems that using authentic news-based materials was, in the words of one student, "a very good idea . . . By learning about news in the world, I could not only study English but also learn about foreign countries, people, and cultures." Moreover, providing materials online was a welcome novelty to some: "writing a blog was very new and interesting," and "the course was very different from the classes in high school, and I found it very new." This also helped engage some to study more often; as one student mentions, "To be prepared for the Monday class, I had to read English over the weekend. Because of this, I was able to study English more regularly." More importantly, with respect to the pedagogical aims of the course, many of the comments seem to indicate that students had increased their motivation through writing their opinions on the class website. In particular, the social aspect of learning seems to have been a success in this regard: "It was good and motivating for me to compare my opinion with other students' ones." It can also be seen that students were inspired to pay more attention to their use of English: "Because the comments were read by other students, I tried to express my opinions in an easily understood way, which I think helped me to improve my English," and, "Even though we exchanged opinions anonymously, the comments were read by other students, which helped me to keep the motivation and to be more careful about grammar, etc." These comments clearly demonstrate that student writing on the website helped facilitate the report stage of the task cycle that aims to focus learners on producing more considered, accurate language.
While many of the comments show how students engaged positively with the course and materials, there are also those who mentioned that they were still struggling with the high level "technical" language needed, and wanted greater clarification and feedback on their use of English. To address these points, the authors need to consider ways in which advice to students can be incorporated into the course without encroaching on the freedom of the blog writing. With a large corpus of learner English now in place in the form of comments on the class website, however, it is hoped that further research into students' use of language will be of significant benefit in the planning and materials design of subsequent news-based courses delivered online. 1944 -9720.1988 .tb01098.x Williams, C. (1994 . Situational behavior and the EFL classroom in Japan. The Language Teacher, 18(5), 10-11.
Author Note
Obama says same-sex couples should be able to marry ("Obama Says," 2012) WASHINGTON -US President Barack Obama has ended months of hedging on the issue of gay marriage by saying he thinks same-sex couples should be able to wed. He has become the first sitting US president to back gay marriage. A recent poll suggested that 50% of Americans were in favour of legalising gay marriage -a slightly lower proportion than last year -while 48% said they would oppose such a move.
In an interview with ABC News Mr Obama said, "I've concluded that for me personally it is important for me to go ahead and affirm that I think same-sex couples should be able to get married." He pointed to his administration's commitment to increasing rights for gay citizens. He gave as an example his administration"s repeal of the military's "don't ask, don't tell" policy* and said they had dropped support for the Defense of Marriage Act.
He said that he wanted to make his views clear after seeing gay members of his own staff who were in "incredibly committed monogamous relationships", and service personnel who felt constrained by not being able to wed. His comments come a day after North Carolina approved a constitutional amendment effectively banning same-sex marriage or civil unions. The Obama campaign had opposed that measure, which was passed with 61% in favour and 39% against. In the US, 31 states have passed constitutional amendments or legislation against same-sex marriage.
Meanwhile, Mr Romney set the stage for an election year clash over the polarising social issue by saying he was against gay marriage. The former Massachusetts governor told a Fox News reporter: "I do not favour marriage between people of the same gender, and I do not favour civil unions if they are identical to marriage other than by name. "My view is the domestic partnership benefits, hospital visitation rights, and the like are appropriate but that the others are not." In my opinion, same-sex couples should be able to get married. Of course, I know there are various religions in the United States and some people think it is a bad thing. I think it is difficult that ALL citizens agree with guy marriage. There are lots of opinions in the country. But I think "the government" should not ban the marriage. If it ban the marriage because they are same-sex, does the government disturb the citizen"s freedom of the marriage? If they love with each other and want to wed, the government can"t ban the marriage.
I don"t agree with Obama. It"s true that many form of love exist and I don"t condemn itself, but Gay is ethically problematic. They can"t leave offspring, so government shouldn"t admit officially. That"s the reason why I disagree with same sex couple marriage.
I"m in favor of gay marriage. The most important thing in democracy is to respect personal thoughts. Besides marriage is one of the most important event in our life. Therefore, gay marriage should be admitted.
I think homosexuality should be permit.
For my part, at present, I can"t agree to the same-sex marriage. It is said some people are afraid of being loved by gay people, and also said the birthrate in the country may decline. Both of them I "m afraid too. On the contrary, however, these view may have some misconceptions. And history tells us that there were many gay people in ancient Greece and the Warring States period of Japan, which indicates the gay rights is not necessarily the problem specific to today. Moreover,the jaoaneseTV programes show that there are many gay people who is proud of themselves. The more japanese people know them, the more they may be tolerate to the gay. In conclusion, now i"m against gay marriage, but in the future, I"ll change my thoughts if I have more information about gay people.
When I read this article, I was very surprised, and thought this is very good news. In many countries and areas, same sex couple are not recognized by the public. Obama did so courageous decision. I wish this Obama"s new method succeed. And,I think that japan also have to recognized gay"s marriage right. This is the first time to think of gay marriage for me. In Japan, it"s the unrealistic ploblem yet. I suppose that gay couples" marriage should be admitted if they want to do, but I against adopting children. Because their children have no mother and that will cause many ploblems such as bullying at school, mental unrest etc. By the way, media says Mr. Obama"s approval of such marriage is one of election campaigns. I"m interested in eligible voters" movement especially young people.
I agree with Obama"s opinion. However same sex marry is not accepted in Japan, same sex marry is proper. It is because they have right to get married with a lover.
I favor gay marriage. It is one of the human rights.
I agree with homosexual marriages. I think prohibiting gay marriages runs counter to human rights. We investigate gay people"s human rights with respect to marriage. In my opinion, happiness possessing rights, equality rights and privacy rights are violated in this scenario. The entitlement of happiness possessing rights is already guaranteed by first amendment in Virginia Bill of Rights. It is stipulated in 13rd amendment of constitution of japan too. Freedoms without distinction of any kind of status are guaranteed by Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The constitutions of most countries guarantee this right too. And in 2003, Texas Supreme Court judged that the prohibition of homosexual activity is against the right of privacy. Actually, many countries like Portugal, Belgium, The Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Norway, Iceland, South Africa, Canada, Argentina permit same sex couple marriage. In fact the Netherlands have law of anti-distinction. According to this law, gays have the same rights as heterosexual couples. These are reason why I agree with same sex couple marriage.
I disagree with Obama"s opinion. Gay must be prohibited strictly. There is only one reason to think so. Gay is not correct in ethics. A living thing in the earth have to leave offspring.
As most people here say, I agree with legalising gay marriage. Whether you love same-sex or opposite sex depends on you. It is wrong that nation prohibits guy marriage. However as h********* points out, whether same-sev couple should be allowed to adopt children or not is big and complicated question. Same-sex couple should be allowed right same as opposite-sex couple but considering children, children should be brought up by mother and father.
I think same sex marriage should be legal. Same sex couple just love each other so I dont want them to give up to get marry because of the gender. But I think same sex couple should not have the right to adopt children unless the children understand about it.
I think it is individual freedom. Although I"m against to this. I expect that permitting same-sex marriage will cause a lot of social problems.
I believe that same-sex couple should be equal with others. As y******* say, I think the religious is the matter for them. Christian don"t allow the same-sex marriage, and that is why same-sex couples are difficult to marriage. I know the religious is important for them, however, it is strange that human don"t have same equal right. We are all equal before the low. I strongly support samesex couple.
